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A Cinema Review

“Tongpan”

Norman Peagam

In early 1975 1 was working in Bangkok as the political
correspondent of the Far Eastern Economic Review and my
colleague, Mike Morrow, covered economic and business
affairs. Chained to a merciless weekly deadline, we found
ourselves constantly busy trying to keep track of develop-
ments during Thailand’s first serious attempt to establish a
democratic parliamentary system of government. Day after
day we pursued leads and contacts as we attempted to piece
together coherent stories in time for the Wednesday evening
bloodletting, when we sat, often long into the night, behind
typewriters in the Reuters office and watched our paragraphs
go chattering over the wire to the editors in Hong Kong.
Like most foreign journalists in Thailand, our work
was largely confined to Bangkok, partly because of the need
to appear and perform each week at the Reuters office, but

ﬁuﬁﬂ%uiﬂ Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, 11: 1 (1979),
pp. 32-35.
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mainly because the Thai capital is the center of all national
decision-making and high-level political and financial
activity to an extent surpassed in few other countries.
Bangkok is the only true metropolis in Thailand, where ten
percent of the population live and die: where government,
industry, foreign trade, banking, communications, higher
education and the military and civilian elites are concentrated:
where, for good or ill, the future course of the nation is
charted.

Scurrying around the hot, teeming city after news, it
was easy to lose sight of the larger issues facing developing
countries such as Thailand, and to forget that the vast major-
ity of the population were simple farmers living in villages
far removed not only from the bright city lights but also
from the wealth, the way of life, the values and ideals, and
even the very minds of most city dwellers. Every now and
then, however, something would happen to remind us
forcefully about the problems of this true silent majority.

One day in early 1975, Mike Morrow heard that a
seminar was being organized by the American Friends
Service Committee (AFSC) to discuss the United Nations
Mekong Development Scheme, a grandiose plan dating
back to the early 1960s and aimed at harnessing the waters
of the river Mekong to provide irrigation, power, and other
benefits to the countries which lies along its banks. He
thought it might make an interesting story, and with his
usual energy and ingenuity set about preparing a compre-
hensive survey of the entire Mekong project.

He read through the voluminous studies and reports
which had been published over the years, interviewed the
director of the program and various experts involved in its
planning, travelled to Laos to see how the first stage was
progressing—the construction of the Nam Ngum dam and
hydroelectric complex about 60 miles north of Vientiane-
and arranged to attend the AFSC seminar as an observer.
He planned a three-part series, with one article focusing on
the technical and economic aspects of the project, one on
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its political implications for the region, and another summa-
rizing the discussions at the seminar.

The seminar was held one weekend in Chaiyaphum,
north of Bangkok. This location in itself was rather unusual
normally such meetings are held in Bangkok so the
participants can stay in luxury hotels and take advantage
of the numerous diversions available in the Thai capital.
It was attended by AFSC representatives, Thai govern-
ment officials —including the renowned economist Dr. Puey
Ungphakorn, then the Rector of Bangkok’s Thammasat
University1 -technocrats, and local politicians. Another
unusual feature of the seminar was the appearance of
interested students who had even managed to bring
along a few farmers from the area in the hope that they
would voice their opinions on the merits of the project,
which was, after all, primarily designed to benefit them.

The participation of students and farmers in a
meeting like this was a direct result of the October 14,
1973, student uprising in Bangkok, when hundreds of
thousands of people had taken to the streets of the
capital in protest against the corruption and repression
of the 10-year-old military dictatorship then in power.
The massive demonstrations, unprecedented in Thai his-
tory, had so alarmed the leaders of the regime that they
had ordered the army and police to open fire on the
crowds. In the ensuing two days of the street violence,
71 people were killed and hundreds wounded, govern-
ment vehicles and buildings were destroyed and set on
fire, and part of the capital was transformed into a
battlefield. But to the astonishment of everyone, the
crisis opened a fatal split in the senior ranks of the
armed forces, and as a result, the three most prominent
leaders of the military regime were forced to resign and
driven into exile.

' See “Violence and Military Coup in Thailand” by Puey
Ungphakorn in The Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, 9: 3 (1977),
pp. 4-12.
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In the euphoria which followed the students’
triumph, many Thais believed that a new and truly
democratic era had arrived. Students went out into the
countryside to “teach democracy” to the farmer; a new
Constitution was promulgated; general elections were held
for a National Assembly; labor unions were formed and
began applying pressure for higher wages and better
working conditions; and even the farmers, who make
up about 75 percent of the Thai population, organized
themselves into a Federation, began publishing their
own newspaper, and demanded redress for a wide
variety of grievances. It was in this new, and ultimately
short-lived, atmosphere of popular participation in
national politics- a unique experience for Thailand- that
students and farmers arrived at Chaiyaphum to take part
the AFSC-sponsored seminar.

One of those farmers was a man called Tongpan.
In fact, he had been forced to abandon his land several
months earlier because an irrigation project had ruined
his crop. The diversion of the natural water supply in
his area had left the soil dry and barren when it needed
moisture and flooded when it needed the warmth of the
sun. Since then he had drifted from town to town in
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search of work and had ended up in Chieng Khan, a
small dusty settlement on the banks of the river Mekong
in northeast Thailand, where he had taken a job as a
samlor (tricycle rickshaw) driver. He and his wife and
their several small children lived in a small shack behind
the bus station, where one of the students had found
him. His wife was pale and weak from tuberculosis, but
they had no money to buy medicine. When he came to
the seminar, Tongpan had only 20 bath ($1) in his
pocket.

After the important people from Bangkok had ad-
dressed the seminar, Tongpan told his story of how
“development” schemes can sometimes result in poverty
and suffering for the people they are intended to benefit.
Though unsophisticated and unschooled, he was a physi-
cally impressive man and surprisingly articulate. There
was little the economists and technocrats could say in
reply.

After lunch, it was decided to make a tour of the
surrounding area to inspect the irrigation problem at first
hand. Tongpan said he had to go home to take care of
his wife, but the seminar participants agreed to meet him
during their tour at his home behind the bus station.
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A few hours later, they interrupted their trip into
the countryside at Chieng Khan and made their way to
Tongpan’s shack. There, they found him crying uncon-
trollably. His wife had died during the afternoon.

The members of the seminar were embarrassed and
didn’t know what to say or do. Somebody quickly orga-
nized a collection and gave Tongpan a few hundred
Baht to pay for the funeral. Then they left. Later, the
students returned to Tongpan’s home, but it was empty.
He and the children had gone. Despite efforts made over
the next several months, nobody was ever able to find
out what became of him.

Morrow returned to Bangkok to write his articles,
including a moving account of Tongpan’s experience.
But the editors of the Far Eastern Economic Review, in
their wisdom, decided not to publish the story of Tongpan,
partly for space reasons, partly because “human interest”
stories are not their specialty, but largely, I believe,
because its powerful indictment of the damage that can
be inflicted by blind, western-imposed “development”
efforts and the callous indifference of privileged urban
elites was simply too controversial and ran counter to
their editorial policy.

Disappointed, but not discouraged, Morrow decided
that the story of Tongpan deserved to be told and con-
ceived the idea of making afilm about it. Over the next
several months, while continuing his normal reporting
work, he assembled a group of young Thais to work on
the project and began raising money to carry it out. Two
years and over $30,000 later. The final result has now
appeared: a 60-minute, 16 mm feature film in black and
white called simply “Tongpan.”

The film is setin the cracked and parched paddy
fields of the northeast, the poorest region in Thailand,
and attempts to weave a slightly fictionalized portrait of
Tongpan and his family around a seminar on irrigation
by cutting back and forth between life at home and in
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the field and scenes in the air-conditioned sterility of the
seminar room. To the music of the traditional Khene (wind
instrument) and drum, we are presented with a realistic
glimpse of the daily frustrations and hardships which
face the poorer peasants of Thailand, relieved as it is
only by such comforts as the family, village fairs, and
rice wine.

The film suggests no solution to their dilemma,
whether reformist or revolutionary, no redemption, no
way out, It merely illustrates the enormous material and
psychological gap between a complacent elite and the
mass of peasants upon whose sweat and tears it so
comfortably rests. No doubt the film can be criticized
on this ground, since it essentially depicts a situation of
hopelessness. But, given that it is comparatively rare for
filmmakers to sully the silver screen with images of
poverty which offer neither happy endings nor safe box
office returns, the enterprise of the young Thais in-
volved in making this film should be applauded if it can
help to increase awareness of the poverty and suffering
crying out to be solved in their society.

Another criticism, voiced at a private screening
at the World Bank in Washington, D.C., is that by
concentrating on the plight of one unfortunate family,
“Tongpan” provides a false perspective of the general
situation in northeast Thailand with an insufficient basis
in the objective facts. According to this argument, con-
ditions in the northeast are simply not as bad as the film
implies. From a statistical point of view, that may be
correct. But art has rarely had much time for statistics,
and insofar as the story of Tongpan is true, who can say
it should not be told? Chiaruscuro is one of the most
effective weapons of the artist.

“Tongpan” is not a great film. Technically, it is
not as good as it might be owing to the poor and
inconsistent quality of the negative, the crew’s inexperi-
ence and lack of funds and equipment, plot deficiencies,
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wooden sub-titles, and a bad processing job carried out
“on the cheap” in a developer’s backyard in Hong Kong.
But it is moving, despite or perhaps because of its ama-
teurishness, and by exploring the realities of daily life
among the rural poor, unique of its kind in southeast
Asia.

Apart from the cameraman-cum-production man-
ager-cum-technical director Frank Green, a young Ameri-
can who has studied film at UCLA, nobody else involved in
the making of “Tongpan” had any previous experience
in making movies. The director, Surachai Chantimatorn,
is a young poet, writer, and musician-once referred to as
“Thailand’s Bob Dylan”- and leader of the popular Caravan
folk group, whose songs are used in the film. The principal
actors are ordinary farmers from northeast Thailand while
supporting roles are played by Thai students, intellectuals,
and former politicians. The dialogue is in the northeast
Isan dialect, a composite of Thai and Loatian, with English
sub-titles.

The film was actually shot in Bua Yai, a small market
town in Korat province, where the political tensions of that
period soon made themselves felt. According to one of the
film crew.

As soon as we arrived, we became the center
of attention in the town. We rented a house where
the crew and the cast could stay and began looking
for potential actors. We were lucky to come across
the man who plays the leading role, a farmer and
former prize fighter who conveys the physical
impressiveness of the real Tongpan quite well.
Through friends, we soon found people to play the
other parts.

We then decided it would be good diplomacy
to let the local police know who we were and what
we were doing. One of the crew went to see the
police chief, but he was roaring drunk. She tried
again later, but we were never able to reach him...
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About half way through the film we ran out

of money and raw stock and the camera needed
repairs so we called a ten-day recess. (We were so
low on money that we bad to get through filming
the scene in the chicken farm so we could eat the
actors!) A friend and I went to the railway station
to catch the midnight train to Bangkok and we
sat on the platform with our gear waiting for the
train. There were a lot of poor, homeless people and
bums sleeping in the station and samlor drivers
asleep in their samlors.

We attracted the usual crowd of curious
passers-by, but one guy in the back caught my
attention. I could see he was holding an automatic
rifle and suddenly felt the whole atmosphere in the
station change. People had stopped talking and
there was tension in the air.

He came up to the front of the group without
saying anything and stood about five meters away
from me, pointing his gun between my eyes. He
seemed a bit drunk and angry. Then he cocked the
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gun. He stood like that for a while until finally the
station master appeared, quite scared, and said to
us, “I think you’d better come in and pick up your
tickets now.” Then the man fired, right between our
heads. He fired a couple more times and also threw
a small plastic bomb, scattering shrapnel and
concrete around. The man was arrested later and
we found out he was an off-duty local policeman.

We felt this incident was meant to be a warn-
ing from the police, so later we threw a dinner party
for the police chief, which he seemed to enjoy.
But after that, the crew turned into a virtual armed
camp. One of us always stayed awake at night and
we carried guns. We just wanted to finish the film
and get the hell out of there!

Another incident involved the boy who plays
Tongpan’s son. He was about 11 years old and was
really enjoying himself. He and his father were
paid a little and everything seemed fine. Then his
schoolteacher, the daughter of an army general,
began calling us communists and threatened to
throw the boy out of school. He and his father got
scared, but we had to go on using him. Fortunately,

in the end, nothing happened.
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The tension and violence surrounding the making of
“Tongpan” was symptomatic and the ugly course of Thai
politics was taking at the time: assassinations, threats, and
intimidation by extreme right-wing groups and vigilantes
were commonplace as the political forces at work in Thai
society rapidly polarized and the country’s first serious
attempt to establish democratic parliamentary government
began to break up in chaos and confusion.

Eventually, on October 6, 1976, the Thai armed forces
again seized power in Bangkok following a savage attack
on Thammasat University by police and right-wing mobs
which, according to eye witness reports, left at least 200 dead.
Dr. Puey Ungphakorn, who attended the original seminar at
Chaiyaphum, narrowly escaped lynching and managed to
seek exile in Britain. A right-wing daily Bangkok newspa-
per published a group photograph taken at the seminar,
identifying American AFSC representatives as “KGB agents”
and some of the Thai intellectuals in the picture as “leading
communist cadres”! Not long afterwards, I was expelled
from Thailand because of certain stories published in the
Far Eastern Economic Review and the editors of that worthy
magazine, who had long since found a replacement for
Mike Morrow, immediately fell into line with the spirit of
the new Thai regime and made no attempt to reinstate me.
Meanwhile, hundreds of students, intellectuals, and others
had fled into exile or joined the outlawed Communist Party
of Thailand in the jungle, including many of those involved
in the making of “Tongpan.” That is why there are no credits
at the end of this film, and why it is unlikely that it could be
shown in Thailand today.
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A Cinema Review

“Tongpan”:
An Important Event
in Thai Cinema

Baljit Malik

Films being made in Asian countries are now
beginning to express an Asian reality. This is happening in a
small way, but it is happening. The scale of the movement

to break away form Hollywood and Bombay-type extrava-
ganzas, and from films as a kind of “celluloid LCD,” is
still small, constrained as it is by film-makers and sellers out
to make quick profits. One little ripple that has recently

Aurasausnly The Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars,
11: 1(1979), pp. 36-37.
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emerged from the stagnant waters of Asia’s film world is
called “Tongpan.” The work of a group of creative amateurs,
“Tongpan” is not the result of a commercial venture, and is
not a professionally-made film in the conventional sense.
It is also not a film in the style of what has come to be known
as the “New Wave Cinema,” for “Tongpan” is not an art film
to be “museumed” for wealthy connoisseurs. But precisely
for all these reasons it is important that film called “Tongpan”
has been made. Indeed and important event has occurred
in Thai Cinema. Important because it shows what is
happening to the Thai people in the name of ‘development’
and captures for posterity the tensions and strains of an
important period in Thailand’s recent history.

Unique Features

There are certain unique features about “Tongpan.”
Those who made a film also had a part to play in the events
that make up the film. It is a simple story told in a simple
way by a group trying to work together in a spirit of a
solidarity: there is unity in the content and form of the film.
For its makers the film was a means to continue their
efforts to get closer to village people. They also tried to
make the process of making the film as participative as
possible. So, though the film had an identifiable director
and cameraman, a group was responsible for producing
it collectively. The screen-play, dialogues and various
arrangements during the shooting were all handled in a
spirit of togetherness, with individuals contributing their
particular talents and skills. In other words, the film was not
an ego-trip for any one person. Those who got the idea to
make the film, and made it, also acted in it and were
participants in the string of events that led to the making of
the film. Ultimately “Tongpan” turned out a documentary
on the life of the Thai peasants as well as s feature story
based on an attempt by certain Thais to break their
alienation from the real Thailand of villages, tenants and
sharecroppers.
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Hence in this review the story of making the film
is so interwoven with the events narrated in it that it is
difficult and, indeed, unnecessary to make a distinction
between the two. Another unique, though tragic, feature of
the film is that many of those who made the film and/or
were in it, had to leave Thailand after the Military Coup of
October 6, 1976.

Tongpan The Peasant

“Tongpan” the film has Tongpan the peasant as its
central character. The story is centered around a seminar
that actually took place in 1975. The seminar, which was
held under the sponsorship of the Quaker International
Seminar Programme, was organized by a group of socially
conscious young Thais. Their idea was to discuss the
relevance of the construction of the huge Pa-Mong dam
on the Mekong River, by arranging a dialogue between
government officials, foreign experts, intellectuals and
farmers. That’s how Tongpan came into the picture.

Some of the organizers, who later decided to make a
film about the seminar, had met Tongpan in a border town.
They discovered that he had a very chequered life. To start
with, he had lost his land when a dam had been built to
straddle one of the Mekong’s tributary streams. From then
on he had struggled and suffered to keep his family alive,
drifting along from job to job as a pedicab driver, timber
smuggler, and prize fighter. In the film there are a series of
sequences of the ebbing fortunes of Tongpan’s life. Particu-
larly effective are the scenes when he and his family had to
leave their village and land and move to new pastures, and
when he is shown in his new profession as a prize-fighter.

Tongpan was understandably reluctant to come to
the seminar as he wasn’t convinced that it would do him
any good. But eventually he decided to go. One night,
recalled a fellow participant recently, Tongpan woke up in
the middle of the night searching furiously for something
in an obvious state of nervousness.
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“Brother, what is it! What is the problem?” asked
one of his roommates (himself a farmer cum writer now
living in exile in Sweden). As it transpired, Tongpan had
been looking for his little fortune of 20 Bath ($1) with which
he had come to attend the meeting with so many big shots.

True to his fears, the seminar proved to be a waste of
time for him. Not many of the participants really had any
time for people like him or any interest in their problems,
dreams and hopes.

It became evident through the course of the film
that except for two or three of the younger people, nobody
was really interested to know that he and his family, having
lost their land to the dam, were living on with the hope
that one day they might have enough money to buy a pair
of buffalo. With their buffaloes they could at least get
back close to the soil, if only as nomadic ploughers on
other people’s land. Moreover, they would have a calf to
sell each year and, perhaps one day, enough savings to be
able to possess a little land of their own once again. But
such matters seem to have any answers to the few questions
put to them by some of the other peasant participants.
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Rustic Reality

In contrast to the cool-looking neatly dressed experts,
bureaucrats and intellectuals in the seminar, the film has a
strong rustic reality running through it. Sometimes this comes
out in the songs of the minstrels who roam the villages
singing about the pain and suffering of village life:

This land is dry and poor,

This land is a starving land,

In the dry season the forest disappears,

As the scorching wind blows from year to year.

Lacking home and shelter

We pick leaves and berries

Which we must eat instead of rice
Our daughters they take for pleasure
And our wives they take away too.
Who is above the Law of the Land?

Sometimes the peasants’ anger is not disguised
in song or poetry but comes out in plain talking with
friends over a drink, in quarrels with family members, or
in emotional outbursts of deep resentment against their
oppressors. In one such burst of emotion, Tongpan shouts,
What on earth is this wholesale labor? They buy my labor
wholesale...but pay later whenever they feel like it!”

One of the most powerful moments in the film is
when Tongpan is laboring away all alone, looking after
a rich farmer’s chicken-run. He suddenly feels that he has
come to the end of the road, that he can’t tolerate his condi-
tion anymore. There is no one around on whom he can lose
his temper, so he goes like hell-let-loose on the poor chick-
ens. Kicking and hitting them with anything, running
around like a frightened animal in the cage, he transforms
the chicken-run a graveyard. And there is no requiem for
the poor birds except his furious cries, “Get out of here you
damn chickens, the more I feed you, the more poor I am!”
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Tongpan Disappears

The events shown in “Tongpan” were, in a way,
symbolic of the failure of attempts to create suitable condi-
tions for a dialogue between different interest groups and
classes in Thai Society. Even Tongpan left the seminar,

undetected, only to discover tragedy awaiting him at home.
While the experts and intellectuals were talking away, his
wife had died at home, having succumbed to the sickness
of poverty, the sickness of a system of health-care restricted
to Bangkok and to those with money and wealth.

In the film, after the seminar, the student who had
persuaded Tongpan to take part in it returned to the
village to look for his missing friend. But Tongpan was no
longer there and nobody knew where he had gone. Maybe
he had really come to the end of the road. Or had he arrived
at the threshold of renewed hopes and a new struggle
against injustice? Had Tongpan actually convinced himself
of the futility of dialogue in a system which recognized
communication only as a topdown process? No, nobody
knew where Tongpan was, and nobody knew what was
in his mind.
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“Filmed in the direct manner
of the early Soviet silent
cinema, the reconstruction
of this simple incident has

a quiet unexpected force...

one of the most impressive
films of Edinburgh Festival’s
first week.”

David Robinson

The Times of London

“A landmark film...the first
film I know of which relies
on native Southeast Asian
artists for script writing,
directing and acting while
also providing great interest
for American viewers...
The American viewers who
have lived in Southeast Asia
will view it and weep.”

Jay Henderson
Washington Review

“Tongpan is a beautifully made
film and extraordinarily effective
and valuable as a teaching device.
I would give it my most
enthusiastic recommendation

for use in course dealing with
problems of development.

It is the best film of its kind.”

Flanklin Weinstein
Director, Project on US-Japan Relations
Stanford University
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: ® Asian American International Film Festival
(New York): Award of Merit
® Tongpan screened at the Washington D.C.,
London, Edinburgh, Hong Kong,

o

Lille and Melboutne film festivals.

Tongpan is a black and white theatrical film. It is based on the
real-life experience of a farmer from the poverty stricken
Northeast region of Thailand. Tongpan and his family were
forced off their land when a dam built nearby caused their farm
to be flooded in the wet season and let it parched in the dry.

They have moved to a small town bordering L.aos on the Mekong
River. There, Tongpan the farmer is struggling to support his
family as Tongpan the pedicab driver, Tongpan the small time
boxer, and Tongpan the keeper of someone else’s chickens.

“Tongpan is the best fictional movie
on Southeast Asia I have ever seen.

[t portrays vividly the political and
cultural gap between peasant realities
and the good intentions of the liberal
intelligentsia, and catches the illusion

of Thailand’s experiment with
democracy.”

Ben Anderson
Professor of Southeast Asia Studies Cornell University

“...one of the most important
“Third World’ films of the decade.”
Tony Rayns
British Film Institute
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